Coronene (C~24~H~12~) is a highly crystalline polyaromatic hydrocarbon (PAH) found commonly as yellow, needle-like crystals. It is an ortho- and peri-fused system of seven, six-membered rings ([Fig. 1](#f1){ref-type="fig"}). Its disc-shape and planar structure give it high symmetry (point group D~6~h) which, coupled with the 24 electron π-system of the sp^2^ carbon atoms, makes it an ideal model system for the study of the physical properties of graphene[@b1][@b2][@b3][@b4][@b5][@b6][@b7][@b8][@b9]. The use of coronene in this way is due in no small part to the fact that its physical properties under a wide range of conditions are well-known and predictable. Computationally, Density Functional Theory (DFT) has long made use of this predictability in order to calculate various physical parameters such as the cohesive energy, equilibrium cell volume, total electron density and electronic band structure of crystalline coronene[@b10]. These data also guide further experiments and predict results in fields as diverse as molecular electronics[@b11], organic superconductors[@b12] and astrophysics[@b13][@b14]. One reason for the high confidence in the observation and prediction of coronene's properties was the fact that in the solid state, coronene exhibited no polymorphism. The crystal structure[@b15] is monoclinic, with space group *P*2~1~*/a* (β = 110.9°, *a* = 16.11 Å, *b* = 4.70 Å, *c* = 10.10 Å and *Z* = 2) and can be considered to have a γ-herringbone structure (γ-coronene), [Fig. 1(a)](#f1){ref-type="fig"}. It was known that γ-coronene could be forced to form other polymorphs, but only at extremes of pressure[@b16]. What was perplexing, however, was that at low temperatures and ambient pressure, unaccountable experimental results were obtained. These anomalies were first observed in 1972, when solutions of coronene in organic solvents measured at 77 K showed inexplicable multiplicities in the absorption and fluorescence spectra[@b17]. Later work on the comparison of the luminescence spectra of coronene at 298 K and at 90 K under ambient pressure revealed a large difference in spectral shape[@b18]. Aside from suggesting that these anomalies could be due to a hitherto unknown structural phase transition in coronene, the reasons for these deviations remained unknown. Over the years, similar anomalies were found when measuring the physical properties of coronene at low temperature[@b19][@b20][@b21][@b22]. Without rigorous explanation of this anomalous behaviour, the use of coronene as a valid model for the physical properties of graphene and for all of the predicted properties gleaned from computational modelling cannot be justified. Our recent work[@b23] has revealed a previously unknown enantiotropic polymorph of coronene (β-coronene) [Fig. 1(b)](#f1){ref-type="fig"}. The structure of this new polymorph manifests itself with a significant shift to the π-stacking offset (*d*~*off*~ γ = 3.146 Å and *d*~*off*~ β = 1.606 Å) of molecules within the crystal \[[Fig. 1(c,d)](#f1){ref-type="fig"}\] with negligible change to the stacking distance (γ = 3.484 Å, β = 3.467 Å). Here we show, through magnetic and structural characterisations, that the physical properties of the β-coronene polymorph and its spontaneous formation below 150 K, explain all of the previously observed anomalous behaviours of coronene at low temperature.

Results
=======

The discoidal nature of coronene coupled with a large π-system, make the molecule exquisitely susceptible to counter-rotating ring currents under an applied magnetic field \[[Fig. 1(e)](#f1){ref-type="fig"}\] [@b24]. Evidence of this phenomenon can be seen with an abnormally large chemical shift of the deshielded peripheral hydrogens, during ^1^H-NMR[@b25]. This gives the molecule a high magnetic anisotropy under an applied field which allows SQUID magnetometry to elucidate the difference in magnetic susceptibility of the two polymorphs as a function of the molecular rearrangement. [Figure 2](#f2){ref-type="fig"} shows the change in crystal structure as a function of temperature in γ-coronene. Temperature is shown decreasing from 300 K to 12 K and then warming back to 300 K (vertical axis). The top of the figure shows a single powder pattern from γ-coronene for clarity. In the box below, the peak height in counts is displayed in grey-scale (darker and lighter indicating a higher and lower number of counts respectively), and degrees 2θ from 8° to 32° is displayed from left to right. The β-coronene polymorph (approx. 3.6% of total crystal volume at 12 K, calculated via multi-phase Rietveld analysis) can be seen forming as a result of cooling, with the emergence of three peaks at 2θ = 10.46°, 10.69° and 27.78° at low temperature, which represent the (002), (101) and (112) reflections of β-coronene respectively. These peaks disappear and re-appear consistently with repeated heating and cooling cycles. The first appearance, during cooling, of reflections due to β-coronene; (002) at 100 K, (101) at 100 K and (112) 143 K, are marked on [Fig. 2](#f2){ref-type="fig"} with green arrows and the point at which they are no longer detectable, during warming, of (002) at 234 K, (101) at 234 K and (112) at 254 K marked with red asterisks. The blue asterisk denotes the highest temperature at which the β-coronene phase is detectable. At the lowest temperature (12.4 K) they have the relative intensity values (002) = 2.80%, (101) = 2.39% and (112) = 6.89%. As temperature decreases, the γ- unit cell contracts in a fairly linear fashion with the *c*-axis reaching a minimum at 74 K followed by the *a*- and *b*-axes reaching a minimum at 51 K. Upon warming, expansion also appears fairly linear, starting almost immediately on heating with no detectable thermal lag. Analysis of the unit cell over this temperature range shows an obvious hysteresis of the *a, b, c* and β parameters ([Supplementary Information Figs 1, 2](#S1){ref-type="supplementary-material"} and [3](#S1){ref-type="supplementary-material"}). Interestingly, the resulting unit cell volume, on warming, is observed to actually exceed that of the initial room temperature value above 250 K before contracting back to the original value at 300 K. This behaviour is likely to be a direct result of the crystal structure accommodating the interchange from γ to β but will require further investigation.

Recognising the onset of the β-phase at reduced temperatures allows for a more precise interpretation of other data collected in a cryogenic environment. Using a SQUID magnetometer, the bulk magnetic susceptibility of the sample can be measured as a function of temperature and therefore of crystal structure. Magnetometry data for coronene show an apparent thermal hysteresis in magnetic susceptibility between 300 K and 100 K ([Fig. 3](#f3){ref-type="fig"}). Upon increasing the temperature after applying a field, the sample becomes more diamagnetic and follows a curve that begins to stabilise at *χ*~*v*~ = −1.82 × 10^−6^ emu Oe^−1^ cm^−3^. A sharp increase in diamagnetism is observed at 212 K until 267 K where it remains mostly constant until 286 K, before reducing to *χ*~*v*~ = −1.88 × 10^−6^ emu Oe^−1^ cm^−3^ at 300 K. With the field still applied and the temperature decreasing, there is no change in susceptibility until 164 K where the signal decreases in diamagnetism until it intercepts the zero field cooled (ZFC) line at *χ*~*v*~ = −1.80 × 10^−6^ emu Oe^−1^ cm^−3^ at 98 K. The magnetic response of coronene at applied fields of *H*~0~ = 100 Oe, 10 kOe, 20 kOe and 50 kOe, shows that the magnetisation of coronene scales linearly with the applied field ([Table 1](#t1){ref-type="table"}). When comparing these results, it is clear that the crystallographic structural hysteresis has strikingly similar features to the thermal hysteresis observed in the SQUID measurements, and at similar temperatures ([Fig. 3](#f3){ref-type="fig"}). The peaks appearing in the x-ray pattern at 150 K upon cooling (marked with a blue asterisk), clearly coincide with a marked decrease in diamagnetic susceptibility as seen in the magnetometry results. Upon warming, there are three points of note, 212 K, 267 K and 286 K. As the x-ray peaks begin to vanish at 212 K, SQUID magnetometry shows an increase in diamagnetic susceptibility until 267 K where susceptibility stabilises as the x-ray peaks diminish to below the level of noise in the pattern. Interestingly, the diamagnetic susceptibility is observed to surpass that of the initial cooling value significantly. When compared to the structural data, particularly the *b*-axis, this larger susceptibility coincides with the unexpected increase in the unit cell parameters upon warming, suggesting that a larger unit cell results in a larger diamagnetic susceptibility. The third point at \~286 K shows a sharp decrease in diamagnetic susceptibility before reaching the maximum temperature of 300 K. Upon re-cooling, the susceptibility does not decrease but remains relatively constant before an upturn towards the paramagnetic region at approximately 150 K. [Figure 3](#f3){ref-type="fig"} shows the magnetometry data with the positions of relevant peak activity marked with asterisks and the direction of thermal cycling marked with arrows. It would appear that the emergence and waning of the β-phase, sign-posted by the emerging reflections in the x-ray experiment, is having a direct effect on the magnetic behaviour of coronene. As there is no applied magnetic field present for the x-ray diffraction measurements, this shows unambiguously that at higher temperatures, the magnetic susceptibility thermal hysteresis is due to the structural transition from the γ- to the β-polymorph. As the hystereses in both the SQUID data and the powder diffraction correlate, it is reasonable to postulate that the new polymorph is having a discernible effect on how the coronene molecules respond to an applied magnetic field. When crystallographic reflections due to β-coronene are present, the overall bulk diamagnetic susceptibility is diminished. As this magnetic response scales with applied field to at least 20 kOe, this implies that the new phase is enhancing the paratropic ring current. In PAHs, a deviation from planarity in individual molecules reduces aromaticity[@b26], so the reduction in thermal undulation at low temperature would cause an increase in ring currents under a constant field. It is therefore reasonable to assume that the minor reorganisation in crystal structure involving a unit cell contraction and deviation from planarity in the formation of β-coronene is the cause of this magnetic behaviour.

The discovery of the β-polymorph at temperatures below 100 K and the work presented here, allows us to resolve the previously reported anomalous data for low temperature coronene. Firstly, solid-state NMR on crystalline coronene at temperatures as low as 5 K observed an unexpected deviation of the δ~33~ tensor component of the ^13^C signal, from the axis perpendicular to the plane of the molecule[@b15]. This 13.4° offset at 5 K, not observed at room temperature, was suggested by the authors to be due to an unexpected axis of freedom for the molecules in the solid state at low temperatures. However, reassessment of this data with knowledge of the β-polymorph of coronene reveals that a partial transformation of the powder into β-coronene at low temperatures would evidently mean that two phases would be detected via solid-state NMR[@b27]. It is therefore clear that as γ-coronene and β-coronene differ only in molecular overlap and nearest neighbour angle, a mixture of the two polymorphs in the solid state could indeed be calculated as an average 13.4° shift in δ~33~ tensor. Quantitatively, based on a 35° difference in the nearest neighbour angle in the new polymorph we calculated that of the total mass of coronene tested in this previous study, approximately 38% assumed the β-form. We have observed higher percentages such as this in fast-cooled (shattered) or milled mixtures of γ-coronene and β-coronene, implying crystallite size is also a factor governing the proportion of crystals undergoing the transition[@b28].

Secondly, regarding the optical response of coronene, our previous work has already established that the way in which each polymorph interacts with light differs significantly[@b23]. It would therefore be likely that this difference would have been observed in previous spectroscopic studies of coronene at low temperatures. Indeed the luminescence of coronene has been reported previously and in all studies, anomalous behaviour was reported to be observed below 90 K. Two papers reported on this transition in 1994 (refs [@b18] and [@b19]) and made reference to a possible electronic or structural phase transition. These studies showed that changes in spectra from 298 to 2 K indicated the emergence of an absorbance band (band C, [Fig. 2](#f2){ref-type="fig"} from ref. [@b14]) at 2 K that is a third the intensity of the expected 0-phonon band for the γ-polymorph. This band sits to the lower energy side, which would be expected from a greater overlap of the π-orbitals; precisely what is seen in the crystal structure of β-coronene. In addition to this, the increase in charge transfer excitons would see a drop in self-trapped excitons, especially within the ^1^L~b~ (separating from ^1^L~a~) band which is parallel to the *b*-axis, exhibiting the greatest overlap. Band C's intensity at 2 K would again indicate \>30% conversion into the β-polymorph.

Lastly, perhaps the most important sphere in which knowledge of the precise physical behaviour of coronene is essential, is in the field of computational chemistry. As stated earlier, coronene is a key molecule used for understanding behaviour and prediction of extended sp^2^ carbon systems including molecular crystals and graphene. In preparation of an analytical or predictive simulation using quantum chemical calculations, it is necessary to bench-mark all input parameters against experimental data. This bench-marking optimises the balance between quantum chemical calculations and the use of approximations, especially necessary when examining larger systems of periodic boundary conditions. The reason that this is critical is that the correct correlation of input to experimental data minimises computational load whilst validating further calculation within the same system. As we have shown in this work however, all semi-empirical calculations (and all subsequent research conducted using these methods), parameterised to adopt the assumed γ-coronene structure at cryogenic temperatures will be erroneous, due to the appearance of the β-coronene polymorph. More specifically, as we have shown that crystallographically the stacked molecular overlap in β-coronene (a geometry which most dispersion-corrected methods agree to be the most thermodynamically favourable) leads to a weakening of the C-H-π interaction, it follows that calculations on orbital interactions within crystalline coronene must take into account the appearance of the new polymorph in order to be considered to be accurate.

Conclusions
===========

In this work we demonstrate for the first time, the magnetocrystalline behaviour of the newly-discovered polymorph of coronene and show that the electronic behaviour of the material is intimately linked to the crystal structure as it changes from one polymorph to another under thermal cycling. In addition, we have shown that the previously unaccountable behaviour of coronene in spectroscopic studies (absorption, fluorescence and luminescence), along with ^13^C solid-state NMR and computational modelling is due to the appearance of the β-coronene polymorph at temperatures below 110 K and the concomitant change in physical properties below that temperature. From our work presented here, it is clear that in the future, the physical properties of the new β-coronene polymorph are taken into account in order to have confidence that low-temperature physical characterisations and optimised geometry calculations are correct.

Methods
=======

Coronene (97%) was purchased from Sigma-Aldrich UK and purified by sublimation under vacuum after recrystallization from toluene. All Rietveld analyses were carried out using Profex 3.9.2 software utilising the BGMN engine[@b29]. Both phases were refined as textured, due to a preference for growth along the *b*-axis intrinsic with the needle-like morphology of the crystals. A summary of results and refined cell parameters can be found in [Supplementary Information Table 1](#S1){ref-type="supplementary-material"}.

Crystallography
---------------

Variable temperature powder X-ray diffraction data were acquired using a Bruker D8 Advance diffractometer with a PSD LynxEye Detector and Oxford Cryosystems pHeniX cryostat (Cu-Kα radiation wavelength of 1.5418 Å). Step size was 0.0411°/2θ and step hold time was 1.5 s. Patterns were constantly collected as the temperature was repeatedly cycled from 300 K to 12 K.

Magnetometry
------------

Magnetic susceptibility measurements were taken with a Quantum Design, 7 T SQUID magnetometer. The magnetic susceptibility (20 mg of sample in gel capsules within plastic straws) was measured as a function of temperature using a ramp of 2 K min^−1^. Zero Field-Cooled (ZFC) measurements involved initially cooling the sample to 4.2 K before applying a magnetic field and measuring the magnetisation during warming at a constant rate. Field-Cooled (FC) measurements were taken by applying a magnetic field at the highest measured temperature (300 K) and recording the magnetisation whilst cooling at a constant rate.

Data Availability
-----------------

Raw data from X-Ray diffraction and SQUID magnetometry, pertaining to all materials in this manuscript have been placed in the University of Bristol Research Data Repository (<https://data.bris.ac.uk/data/dataset/b5jhzznyczhm13lh9dhv8zy6w>).
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![Representation of the (**a**) γ- and (**b**) β- forms of crystalline coronene as viewed along the a-axis. The difference in molecular overlap down the stack for γ- and β- are shown in (**c**,**d**) respectively and the calculated ring currents induced by a magnetic field are shown in (**e**). The larger diatropic current is shown as a red arrow and a smaller paratropic current in blue. Adapted from ref. [@b23].](srep38696-f1){#f1}

![A 2D representation of powder diffraction data collected as a function of temperature in coronene.\
The top is an indexed, γ-coronene powder pattern to indicate peak positions. Temperature is decreased from 300 K to 12 K and then warmed back to 300 K (top to bottom). Green arrows indicate the emergence of the additional reflections due to β-coronene. Asterisks indicate the temperature at which the β-phase becomes detectable (blue) and drops back into the noise (red). Data in the top half of the figure is reproduced from ref. [@b23] with permission.](srep38696-f2){#f2}

![SQUID magnetometry and powder x-ray data for polycrystalline coronene.\
(**a**) Shows χ~v~ at 10 kOe and (**b**) shows the weighted R value (R~wp~) which is a measure of the goodness of fit of powder diffraction patterns, both as a function of temperature. On both graphs, the red and black markers represent data collected on cooling and warming respectively. The black arrows indicate the direction of the temperature change. The red and blue asterisks indicate the approximate positions of the emergence and disappearance, respectively, of the visible β-coronene peaks from the x-ray data in [Fig. 2](#f2){ref-type="fig"} and are at the same temperatures on both graphs. The added lines are a guide for the eye. The magnetic contributions of gel capsules and straws were subtracted from the signals.](srep38696-f3){#f3}

###### Magnetic susceptibility values for coronene at 50 K, 150 K and 300 K under applied fields of 100 Oe, 10 kOe, 20 kOe and 50 kOe.

  H~0~ (Oe)    χ~v~ (10^−6^ emu Oe^−1^ cm^−3^)                  
  ----------- --------------------------------- --------------- ---------------
  100                   −0.02 ± 0.001            −0.02 ± 0.001   −0.02 ± 0.001
  10000                  −1.6 ± 0.05              −1.9 ± 0.05     −1.9 ± 0.05
  20000                  −3.2 ± 0.09              −3.6 ± 0.1      −3.6 ± 0.1
  50000                  −9.7 ± 0.3               −9.9 ± 0.3      −10.0 ± 0.3
